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and an outer hegemony of bourgeois media, attempting to 
represent the worker more convincingly than workers 
could represent themselves. It was only when later gener­
ations looked for an icon illustrating the moral rather than 
the political aspect of the fight for representation, that 
Pellizza’s manifesto-painting was finally recognized as a 
powerful emblem of political struggle during the nine­
teenth century.
REVOLT AND STRIKES AS TREATED
IN THE ITALIAN ILLUSTRATED PRESS, 1883-1902
ART AND MASS MEDIA: THE STRUGGLE FOR REPRESENTATION
During the nineteenth century, industrialization gradually 
altered the position of the image in visual culture. Litho­
graphy allowed for a greater number of copies of a drawing 
to be produced, creating in the 1830s a public for satiric 
weekly newspapers such as Punch or Le Charivari. Before 
and after the Revolution of 1848, great national illustrated 
papers such as The Illustrated London News or ^Illustration 
were founded, shortly followed by Die Leipziger Illustnerte 
Zeitung and Harper’s Bazaar. These newspapers were 
generally illustrated with galvanized woodcuts (xylo­
graphs)1. Whereas the foreground figures were still com­
posed according to the techniques and stereotypes of his­
tory painting, the backgrounds consisted of correspondent s 
drawings or, increasingly, of photographs. The complex 
process running from drawing to composing and wood­
cutting was assured by an artistic proletariat working in the 
studios of the illustrated papers. In 1884, Illustrazione Italia- 
na (founded in 1874) allowed its readers a glimpse of the 
factory-like organization of its own production (Fig. I)2. 
From the mid-nineteenth century to the First World War, 
illustrations halfway between the arts and industrial pro­
duction dominated visual culture and profoundly changed 
the capacities of readers and spectators to interpret stories 
and political events from images.
In this world, the class struggle for representation was no 
longer an affair of artists alone. Giuseppe Pellizzas II 
Quarto Stato, exhibited in 1902 in Turin, is the unusual 
work of a proletarian artist who sought to represent in vi­
sual terms his class and its struggle for political represen­
tation (Fig. 2). Inevitably, the artist was himself influenced 
by the stereotype created by the illustrated press, but he 
also worked against it. During the ten years in which he 
worked on his manifesto-painting, the illustrated press 
also developed its image of workers and their political 
fight. This is the first comparative study of the working 
process that led Pellizza to define the composition of II 
Quarto Stato, and of press illustrations of conflicts be­
tween the working classes and the state and the bour­
geoisie5. It will demonstrate that during his lifetime the 
artist, himself inevitably deeply influenced by the bour­
geois stereotype, lost the fight for representation against 
the illustrated press. When first exhibited his painting was 
not at all successful. He had to fight against a double 
hegemony: an inner hegemony, represented by the persist­
ence of bourgeois prejudice in his own mind (stereotypes 
regarding scientific progress and positivism, gender roles 
and the hidden and unrecognized persistence of 
suppressed religious values in proletarian propaganda), 
During the late nineteenth century, the Italian nation that 
had only attained unification between 1859 and 1871 was 
rapidly industrialized with the help of foreign capital4. It 
was not until 1874 that a modern Italian illustrated weekly 
could be founded in Milan. Readers learnt to synthesize 
text and image into complex visual narratives. We will now 
discuss how proletarian revolt and strikes were illustrated 
in that paper which, on account of its high price (roughly 
equivalent to a skilled worker’s daily wage), addressed a 
bourgeois public. Social upheaval was neither docu­
mented nor misrepresented. It was conceived as a mythic 
event, mixing together fear, disgust and pleasure in vio­
lence. Again and again, human masses advance on the 
spectator, who is thus challenged - as indeed are the 
Carabinieri, the armed police whose hopeless task it is to 
turn back the avalanche.
In 1883, a revolt by agrarian workers in Sicily was illus­
trated by a plate in Illustrazione Italiana (Fig. 3)’. The 
rebellious poor, lacking any protection, are bearing por­
traits of the King and Queen through the streets of 
Catania. An unnecessarily precise view of the Cathedral 
contrasts with the rather summary representation of the 
workers. The imposing church building denies the mes­
sage of the royal portraits: the strikers are indeed supposed 
to be inspired by Catholic reactionary forces aiming at 
separating Sicily from the new Italian liberal and secular 
nation-state, hoping to be protected by Spain and by the 
Austro-Hungarian monarchy. The spectator is protected 
by toy-soldiers with rifles and bayonets, arrayed in faulty 
perspective, to the sound of the trumpet. In the illustration 
below, the smoking Etna becomes a metaphor for obscure 
rebellion, for the threat from the underdeveloped, still 
Catholic South6.
Six years later, rebellion and destruction had reached 
Rome, which since 1871 had been the capital of the secu­
lar kingdom7. The workers who flocked to the building
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1. Xylograph (galvanized woodcut) after a drawing by Q. Cenni, Lo Stabilimento dei Fratelli Treves, Illustrazione Italiana, XI, No. 50, 14 
December 1884, pp. 380-381
sites of modern Rome lost their jobs when the transforma­
tion of the city came to an end, as the consequence of a 
stock exchange and bank crisis. A double-page illustra­
tion, published on 24 February 1889 in Illustrazione 
Italiana, shows the principal episodes of this event (Fig. 5). 
Some 3,000 workers had been laid off and were gathered 
in Piazza Cavour in the recently constructed quarter Prati, 
close to Castel Sant’Angelo. As the government had noth­
ing to offer to the desperate workers, they crossed the 
Tiber at Ponte a Ripetta. There an officer of the Ca­
rabinieri attempted to assemble some Guardie di Pubblica 
Sicurezza, so as to prevent the angry crowd from entering 
the city centre on the right bank of the river. The mob then 
moved into the luxury areas further east, into the Via del 
Corso and the Via Frattina, where many ‘important’ shops 
were located: «They all had their crystal windows 
smashed», as the paper comments. Then the main stream 
went on to take care of the theatre Grande Orfeo, as shown 
in the scene ironically captioned Al Caffe delle Varieta. The 
troops were finally able to disperse some of the strikers. 
The illustration (Corso Vittorio Emanuele - Negozio 
Finocchi) shows the first bourgeois passers-by examining 
the destruction. The main scene, however, does not con­
front the reader with any specific place (Fig. 6): what the 
workers - here angry bestial beings - destroyed is neatly 
marked by the inscription Mode above the ruins of a shop. 
«L’aspetto di quelle turbe tumultuanti scatenate per le vie 
di Roma non e dawero rassicurante» [It is truly not re­
assuring to see this tumultuous mob let loose in the streets 
of Rome], By 5 p.m. all was over. It was “reassuring” to 
see, above, gli arresti. The cover-page showed an elegant 
street immediately after the angry crowd had passed 
through it (Fig. 4).
In 1893 the fasci siciliani - the origin of the word “fascism 
- were hungry and angry peasants and land-workerss. 
Socialist workers in Northern Italian industries soon ex­
pressed their solidarity with the Southern revolt. 
Consequently the authorities depicted the movement as a 
conspiracy secretly directed by the Socialist International- 
In May 1893 the mayors sent regular troops against the up­
heavals. Illustrazione Italiana gives the impression that the 
month-long protest was nothing but an outbreak of vio­
lence limited to a few days in January 18949. Street-scenes 
show rituals of arson and murder (Fig. 7). The images 
strive for a documentary style of photography, but appar­
ently only the background of the main scene was com-
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2. Heliogravure after Giuseppe Pellizza da Volpedo, Il Quarto Stato, 1901, oil on canvas, 293 x 345 cm, Milan, Civica Galleria d’Arte Moderna, 
published in: Nuova Antologia, series IV, Vol. CI, No. 740, 16 October 1902, before p. 741. The Illustration accompanies the article 
by Giovanni Cena, «Alla ‘Quadriennale’ Torinese»
posed from photographs taken on the spot. That main 
image shows peasants from the small town Gibellina 
throwing the tax-lists from the balcony of the city-hall into 
a fire they have just lit in the middle of the street. Young 
women holding hands dance like witches around the burn­
ing catasto (Fig. 8). The scene in the lower right angle 
shows the stoning of the Secretary of the Province, a cer­
tain Casapinta who had been sent from Palermo. This 
martyr of “Piedmontese” taxation is victimized through 
the “chorus” of the crowd coming from the right, along 
the wall. There are women and men who have just started 
a fire fleeing from the troops. In all the illustrations it is 
women who act most violently. Two weeks later, two of the 
first photographs to be reproduced in Illustrazione Italiana 
introduce the spectator to the actors of both sides: the 
dutiful soldiers in a courtyard, and, below, the inhabitants 
of a small Sicilian town, on the steps of the church (Fig. 9). 
Following an increase in wheat prices in April and May 
1898, a general strike in Milan was bloodily repressed10. 
On 15 May Illustrazione Italiana (published in Milan) de­
voted a particularly violent cover-page to the events (Fig. 
10)1*. Again, the spectator is protected from the attacking 
mob by the Carabinieri. One of them points his gun at one 
°f the insurgents, about to kill him. The spectator becomes 
an accomplice to this murder. The background, composed 
from photographs, exactly places the confrontation in 
front of Palazzo Saporiti, where as the text explains the 
workers had made use of a streetcar when first attempting 
to construct a barricade. It was also here that the first 
bricks were thrown from the roofs. The article takes sides 
with General Fiorenzo Bava-Beccaris, who before 
storming the barricades had ordered the troops to shoot 
on the poor, and who - as the paper relates - remained un­
moved when an elegant lady, inadvertently killed by a 
bullet, was laid down at his feet.
The bloody repression of the Milanese upheavals inaugur­
ated a period of the most acute confrontation between re­
actionary and liberal politics within the liberal kingdom. 
The attempt at strengthening monarchist and authori­
tarian elements in the constitution, led by Sidney Sonnino, 
was countered by more democratic liberals such as Gio­
vanni Giolitti, who, during the year 1901, gradually suc­
ceeded in dominating the situation12. Giolitti sought the 
silent consensus of the powerful Communist party, at­
tempting thereby to strengthen its reform-oriented wing 
against the revolutionary forces; he legalized strikes, and 
managed to influence them by proposing agreements be­
tween workers and employers or landowners13.
A cover-page of Illustrazione Italiana, signed Fortunino 
Matania, illustrates the change in mentality, even before 
Giolitti had won the day (Fig. 11). In March 1901, Sicilian 
streets once again rang to the protests of the poor. Again 
the spectator is protected by soldiers from the threatening 
mob, and again stones are thrown in his direction. A sol­
dier, who until recently has courageously confronted the 
enemy, has just been struck by a stone, and turns towards
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3. Xylograph after sketches by Rinaldo Saporiti, I disordini di 
Catania, in Illustrazione Italiana, 10, No. 11, 18 March 1883, p. 165
4. Xylograph after a drawing “dal vero” by Dante Paolocci,
I disordini di Roma. - Gli operai disoccupati rompono le vetrine 
dei negozi di Via Frattina, in: Illustrazione Italiana, XVI, No. 8, 
24 February 1889, cover-page
us, wounded and in agony. His comrades are ready to 
attack, but an officer - holding his sword into the air, as if 
directing it against its own soldiers - stops the attack, in­
structing his men to heroically resist their urge to defend 
themselves or to take revenge for their wounded comrade. 
‘IL QUARTO STATO’ AND ITS LONG HISTORY (1890-1902)
In 1889, the 22-year-old Pellizza made a first sketch for a 
scene of strike and revolt, taking place on a stairway (Fig. 
12). He noted:
A stout gentleman is running away on fat legs -[...] 
The leader of the strikers urges them to go calmly - 
one coming down the stairs is hungry and utters an impre­
cation.
A worker while descending has fallen in front of the stairs. 
In the background the flag waved by others is inscribed 
Bread - Bread - hands raised behind the flag.
The jacket thrown over the shoulder is typical of the workers, 
whose faces remain motionless, thin from too much work. A 
scene of movement - of misery -
Pellizza evidently wanted to introduce all sorts of types 
assisting at a scene of strike and upheaval in intensely nar­
rative figures. That would be consistent with the conven­
tions of the illustrated press, so keen on introducing anec­
dotes. Pellizza then studied the worker with the jacket, a 
type that had impressed him. He now became the capo. 
There is a small study, again for a larger composition (Fig- 
13). According to the painter’s notes the leader «is about 
35 years old, a proud and intelligent worker. [...] Another 
one looks at his powerful arms, confident of his 
strengths15
Both of these figures found their place in a more ordered 
row of strikers advancing towards the spectator, led by an 
avant-garde of three (Fig. 14). We first recognize the motif 
in an oil sketch, captioned Ambasciatori della fame'h. Early 
in 1895 the painter drew a larger cartoon in which the fre­
netic movement of the revolt is restrained only by the three 
figures in the foreground. The scene is set in Volpedo, a 
small village in the south-west plain of the Po, where 
Pellizza was born into a family of sharecroppers who had 
succeeded in buying their all too small portion of land. 
The workers are coming out of a small street that leads
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5. Xylograph after drawings by Dante Paolocci, I disordini a Roma del 8 febbraio, in: Illustrazione Italiana, XVI, No. 8, 24 
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6. Xylograph after drawings by Dante Paolocci, I disordini a Roma del 8 febbraio, detail, in: Illustrazione Italiana, XVI, 
No. 8, 24 February 1889, pp. 128-129
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Il tealro della rivolta in Sicilia. — L’askalto della Pretura di 0a8telvetra.no: Incendio dki cahotti daziarii i 11 Prktork di Giiiellixa lapidato. 
(Dixegno tli Ettore Xinnnei, da aehlzzi di Edunrdo Kimonos, rccatoji nppositnnmnto aul poato.)
7. Xylograph after a drawing by Ettore Ximenes, Il teatro della rivolta in Sicilia. - L’assalto della pretura di Castelvetrano: Incendio dei casotti 
daziart; Il pretore dt GibeUma lapidate, tn: IUustrazione Italiana, XXI, No. 3, 21 January 1894, p. 36. Ettore Xitnenes used sketches 
by Edoardo Ximenes «recatosi appositamente sul posto»
from the Romanesque pieve, the small church that can be 
seen in the background, to the palace of the local noble 
landowners, called Malaspina. The large shadow in the 
foreground is a motif borrowed from Millet, which 
Pellizza, however, justified through the narration. The 
three leading workers are symbolically approaching the 
shadow of the palace belonging to the Signori. According 
to the painter’s notebook, the younger worker who follows 
the leader has just told him that his wife has fainted from 
hunger. The boy now points to starving children and 
desperate mothers. The group of women in front of the 
church’s silhouette indicate misery, as Pellizza described in 
his diary: the mothers «just sat down on the earth, vainly 
attempting to suckle their apathetic infants at their sterile 
breasts [...]».
In another oil sketch, a woman with her child in her arms 
replaces the boy pointing to the wretched mothers17. The 
artist now abandons titles referring to hunger and spon­
taneous revolt. The result of some more detailed studies 
was a composition on a canvas 4,5 m large and entitled Fiu- 
mana, meaning “large stream” (Fig. 15). From the right, 
women are approaching with their children. The woman in 
the foreground holds her baby from behind, presenting it 
to the viewer. However, when working on the large canvas 
Pellizza again changed the overall composition. The frontal 
row of protesters is only recognizable in a second layer of 
paint covering the underlying representation of the stream 
of people. The sunlit foreground is now contrasted through 
the paradox of a dark blue sky. But compared to 11 Quarto 
Stato, Fiumana remains a stream of mankind instead of a 
phalanx of decided individuals.
In order to attain that effect, Pellizza made a life-size study 
of almost every figure18. He paid his models - construction­
workers and peasants - for posing. The old man with his 
strong arms, the veins marked as in a limewood sculpture, 
is blinded by the sun like a Homeric prophet. He follows 
by only half a foot the leader whose presence he legitimizes 
like a father. The man in the middle carries his jacket like 
Michelangelo’s David carries his sling. The final version, 
compared to Fiumana, is more readable, more monu­
mental (Fig. 1). History painting absorbs naturalism.
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woman and the nation, woman and class
Pellizza would have liked to exhibit his canvas, 5’/2 m 
wide, at the Paris World Fair of 1900. We will never know 
if any jury would have accepted II Quarto Stato as a 
representation of official Italy, along with the paintings of 
Pellizza’s friend Giovanni Segantini who had died shortly 
before in the mountains of the Engadine. The painting was 
not ready. When it was finally exhibited, in 1902, in the 
Turin Quadriennale, there was no place for it amongst con­
temporary artworks. Critics did not appreciate its mixture 
°f intense presence and of hieratic distance.
In October 1902 the painting was reproduced in the intel­
lectual review Nuova Antologia (Fig. 1). In the black-and- 
white-illustration, it resembled a highly evocative photo­
graph. As such it was often reproduced in Socialist reviews 
and almanacs. The poet Giovanni Cena, however, inter­
preted all the figures as symbolic types19. The younger 
Worker, like Aristotle in Raphael’s School of Athens, 
symbolises Will, the elder one, resembling Plato, stands for 
Idea. Everyone plays his role according to the standards of 
classical rhetoric. The younger ones are driven by their lack 
of patience, the elder ones admonish them to stay calm. But 
first Cena devotes attention to the woman with the “putto”, 
as he calls the baby. His description begins with the strange 
gesture of her left hand, raised either in prayer or in re­
monstrance, he knew not which {non si sa se di preghiera o 
di rimostranza). Thus the woman can be interpreted as 
pointing to their misery - or as warning the workers that 
the police are approaching. The ambiguous gesture starts 
Cena’s reading of the narrative.
In his celebrated political icon 28 juillet 1830: La liberie 
guidant le peuple, Eugene Delacroix had introduced a 
woman in a Phrygian cap, alluding to naked Truth, 
recoded as Nature during the French Revolution. The 
sketch shows the main figure when it was still intended as 
an allegorical figure for a painting about Greece’s fight for 
liberty. In a relief on the Arc de Triomphe in Paris un­
covered in 1836, the sculptor Francois Rude transformed 
his Marseillaise, personified by the allegorical figure of 
Fury, into an allegory of all the people’s armies20. Thomas 
Couture’s cartoon, 5 m wide, for a painting about the levee
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GLI VFFK’ULl DEL -30® FA5TKRIA A BAPPOKTO .NELL’aTRIO DEL PALAZZO Dfi'ALE DI CasTELVETJIASO.
L’ r L L U STR AZI O X E IT A 1.1 A X A
In Sicilia. — AL *»LE, Mi 0KAWS1 DELLA PaKKv •i MIA bi CAMPOBELLO (futograii- dirttie di E. X
9. Above: Illustration after a photograph (Treves), Gli ufficiali del 30.° Fanteria a rapporto nell’atrio del palazzo 
ducale di Castelvetrano; below: after a photograph by Edoardo Ximenes, In Sicilia. - Al sole, sui gradini 
della parocchia di Campobello, in: Illustrazione Italiana, XXI, No. 6, 11 February 1894, p. 85
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10. Xylograph after a drawing by Achille Beltrarne, La rivolta a Milano. - Al palazzo Saporiti sul Corso Venezia (7 maggio), 
tn: Illustrazione Italiana, XXV, No. 20, 15 May 1898, cover-page
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I tumulti di Palermo (2 marzo). — Is via Macqueda. 
(Disegno di F. Matania, da fotografia e schizzi del signor E. Interguglielmi).
11. Xylograph after a drawing by Fortunino Matania, I tumulti di Palermo (2 marzo). - In via Macqueda, in: Illustrazione Italiana, XXVIII, 
No. 10, 10 March 1901, cover-page. Matania used a photograph and sketches by E. Interguglielmi
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12. Giuseppe Pellizza da Volpedo, Sciopero, 
September 1890, pen and brown ink on 
white paper, 10,8 x 6,5 cm, Tortona, 
private collection
13. Giuseppe Pellizza da Volpedo, Figura maschile, 1890, pencil, 10,7 x 17,1 cm, Milan, 
private collection. The drawing is dated «25. Settembre 1890» («1889» corrected into «1890»)
en masse, the French volunteers leaving for the front in 
1792, is an example of the political iconography of 184821. 
On the upper half, officers write the names of volunteers 
in their lists. Beneath the flag inscribed La patrie est en 
danger, three women hold up their babies.
Liberte and Marianne would never be allowed to forget 
their revolutionary origin22. Soon they change from being 
allegories of the nation to being allegories of class. English 
academic paintings, such as a canvas dated 1891 by 
Hubert von Herkomer, showed proletarians as im­
poverished, brave citizens, trying to protect their Holy 
Families23. In France, Pellizza had seen, at the World Fair 
of 1889, a painting by Alfred-Philippe Roll, La Greve des 
Mineurs (Fig. 16). It had first been exhibited ten years 
earlier. In the centre, a “thinker” invites the observer to re­
flect. The police are about to arrest a worker, while the 
mass of strikers waits in the background. At this moment 
before escalation, some women try to restrain their hus­
bands24. However, there is also a mother trying to breast­
feed her baby - undoubtedly a model for Pellizza’s 
Ambasciatori della fame. The narrative character of Roll’s 
scene, composed of anecdotes, resembles Pellizza’s first 
studies.
These are only some hints at the prehistory for Pellizza’s 
secularized Madonna and her ambiguous gesture. She is 
mtensely allegoric, and intensely real. The model was 
Pellizza’s own wife Teresa, nee Bidone. Even before he 
married her early in 1892, when she was 16 years old, he 
had painted her as a peasant child-wife, a painting he did 
not hesitate to exhibit in Turin (Fig. 17). After their mar­
riage, she became a Madonna in an altarpiece for the 
church of a poor village. Religion as female (Fig. 18). 
In II Quarto Stato she addresses her husband, leader of the 
strikers. Does he not listen to her? An anecdotal painting 
would reply to this question; this complex allegory of class, 
humanity and progress does not do so. One of the most 
frequently reproduced paintings inspired the composition: 
Leonardo’s Last Supper in the refectory of the Milanese 
church of Santa Maria delle Grazie25. The second figure on 
the right of the woman takes up the gesture of Christ 
calming his disciples’ tumult. The gesture of Christ’s other 
hand becomes that of Teresa Pellizza. The raised hands of 
Leonardo’s St Andrew are, mirrored in a downward pos­
ition, repeated by the worker who advances in the middle 
of the group of the left side. Pellizza borrowed more of the 
pathos of religious painting. The avant-garde group is a 
reinterpreted Trinity, combined with a Deesis: the son, the 
father, and the Madonna, interceding for humanity at 
God’s throne.
A POSITION IN THE STRUGGLE FOR REPRESENTATION - 
TRUE OR RESPONSIBLE?
The same Fortunino Matania who had shown, in 1901, an 
officer preventing his troops from attacking the crowds, 
confronted the reader, at the end of April of that same year, 
with Genoese seamen going from board for strike (Fig. 
18)26. Self-assured but not aggressive, they walk, under the 
eyes of their supervisor, right in the spectator’s direction. 
The loose contours, translating bright and friendly sun-
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14. Giuseppe Pellizza da Volpedo, Ambasciatori della fame, January 1895, charcoal and pastel on brown cardboard, 159 x 198 cm, 
later divided into two parts, Milan, private collection
15. Giuseppe Pellizza da Volpedo, Fiumana, 1895-96, oil on canvas, 255 x 438 cm, Milan, Pinacoteca di Brera
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16. Alfred-Philippe Roll, La Greve des Mineurs, 1880, 437 x 347 cm, Musee de Valenciennes. The heavily damaged painting was exhibited 
at the Paris World Pair in 1889
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light, convey an everyday atmosphere. These workers have 
raised their own status to that of normal members of soci­
ety. They are no longer to be feared. The spectator can con­
front them without being protected by soldiers.
Pellizza’s political icon came too late. Only a year after 
Matania’s illustration of the Genoese strikers, Pellizza in 
his manifesto-painting exhibited at the Turin Quadri- 
ennale proposed a heroic view of a revolt that had already 
met with some success, to which the bourgeois leading 
class already had began to concede27. The nation’s ruling 
classes had become accustomed to images of striking 
Workers confronting them. Pellizza, in his most important 
work, had put aside sentimental revolt and desperation in 
favour of a symbolic step into the future. But at the time, 
press illustrations had already shifted their focus from ar­
chaic upheaval to self-assured claims for higher wages, 
even without idealizing strikes made in the name of the 
Progress of mankind. The jargon of naturalism had made 
familiar what Pellizza still encodes into a noble and moral­
izing idiom, shaped with the help of religion.
By pointing to what was first, during the artist’s lifetime, a 
failure of II Quarto Stato in the struggle for represen­
tation, at least in his contemporary world, we do by no 
means want to argue against this outstanding achievement 
of Pellizza’s. On the contrary, Pellizza, like any other 
artist, was involved in the struggle for the way societies 
created their own mimesis, their representation of the 
world and their place within it. During the nineteenth 
century, the industrialized image gradually altered that 
struggle by creating national, racial and class stereotypes. 
Always part of the symbolic exchange possible through 
the very idea of art, the artist was trying to change the 
conventions about what art could or should be, thereby 
also attempting to create a new artistic public. How could 
Pellizza have reinvented art entirely and all at once? For 
people living not outside but within history, the point of 
representation is not truth but responsibility.
Pellizza created an image of the proletariat confronting 
bourgeois spectators and claiming its right to represen­
tation. His work challenged the very idea of art at its class
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18. Giuseppe Pellizza da Volpedo, Sacra famiglia, 1892, oil on canvas, 
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di Tortona
and institutional margins. Even if the painting, relying on 
motifs borrowed from religious iconography, or Pathos­
formein, to use Aby Warburg’s term, idealized the worker’s 
struggle as an apostolate, glorifying at the same time the 
longed-for embourgeoisement of small nucleuses of Holy 
Families, it marks a decisive step not only in the prole­
tarian’s struggle for representation, but also in society’s 
struggle for a responsible image of itself. However, it would 
nowadays be irresponsible to play down the gender roles 
and the hidden pathos of the canvas. - The painter-phil­
osopher - Fig. 20 shows his self-portrait of 1899 - paid for 
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